I am pleased to pass along some good news about an important change at the Journal of Neurophysiology. This involves the definition of "prior publication" for submitted manuscripts. Like most journals, we will not review manuscripts that we consider to have undergone "prior publication." For most submissions, this is not a problem. For example, brief abstracts of posters or talks presented at meetings like Society for Neuroscience or Keystone conferences or Gordon conferences are not considered prior publication. However, in recent years it has become more popular for authors, particularly in the computational and systems neuroscience communities, to post full-length draft manuscripts on preprint servers like arXiv (www.arxiv.org) or Nature Precedings (precedings.nature.com). Until now this has been considered "prior publication" by our submission policy and has thereby precluded review. Recently, the APS Council approved a trial for Journal of Neurophysiology that will allow manuscripts that have been posted previously to a preprint server to be considered for publication effective September 1, 2009 and continuing through February, 2011. At that point, the APS Council will evaluate the trial and, hopefully, make the policy permanent. To read the text of the new policy; please see www.the-aps.org/publications/i4a/prep_manuscript.htm#restrictions If you have a question about whether a particular preprint server venue is allowed under this rule, please send a query to the Chief Editor. It is important to stress that preprint server submission is entirely voluntary and that the authors' decision to make use of this process will have no bearing on editorial decisions.
It is my view that such a change in submission policy can only improve scientific communication. Preprint servers have become a standard initial mode of scientific discourse in the physical science and mathematics communities. In allowing preprint server submissions, we join an expanding cohort of neuroscience journals including Journal of Neuroscience, PNAS and titles published by Springer, Elsevier (but not their Cell Press division), PLOS, Frontiers journals, Nature Neuroscience and all journals published by the Nature Publishing Group. In this way, authors who choose to use a preprint server can be confident that they will have a broad array of choices available for subsequent submission to traditional peer-reviewed journals.
Preprint servers are permanent archives that are moderated (so they do not fill up with spam or political rants) but are not peer-reviewed. Authors submitting manuscripts to preprint servers must be sure to retain the copyright to their work, which can then be transferred to the publisher when a later version of the work is accepted at a traditional peer-reviewed journal (this is standard at arXiv and Nature Precedings). In terms of citations and establishment of priority, there is no hard and fast rule but these unreviewed preprints have come to hold approximately the same status as meeting abstracts-they are citable but do not carry the weight of a traditional peer-reviewed publication.
Scientists who use preprint servers value the comments and feedback that help them to revise and improve their experiments, models and writing. In this way, preprint servers function similarly to scientific meetings. In many ways, they are better than feedback from a meeting talk because the audience has the opportunity to carefully pore over the details of the presentation and construct a more useful critique. Journal of Neurophysiology should benefit from getting manuscripts that are better for having received more feedback prior to submission. We also hope to attract submissions from authors who would otherwise avoid Journal of Neurophysiology.
So please, continue to submit your best work to Journal of Neurophysiology and pass the word along about these changes that we hope will make the journal more inclusive and welcoming, particularly to those in the computational and theoretical neuroscience communities.
